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Chapter 1 
 

General introduction





 
People desire to separate their worlds into polarities of dark and 
light, ugly and beautiful, good and evil, right and wrong, inside and 
outside. Polarities serve us in our learning and growth, but as souls 
we are all.
Joy Page

If everything isn’t black and white, I say, ‘Why the hell not?’
John Wayne
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For most people and most of the time, the world is an orderly 
place: Flowers are pretty, sunshine is nice and warm, abuse 
is terrible and depression is bad. You love your roommates 
and hate your enemies. You support lower taxes and oppose 

cuts in health care. Unfortunately, life is not always so conveniently 
arranged in good and bad things. There are things that trigger both 
positive and negative thoughts and feelings at the same time. These 
are the things we are ambivalent about.

A hamburger, for example, is tasty, but also quite high in 
calories. Exercising is healthy, but also time-consuming and painful. 
Alcohol is bad for your brain and can lead to hangovers, but is also 
enjoyable. Euthanasia should be an inalienable right, but could 
also be threatening. Being in love is exhilarating, but scary as hell. 
Empirical research is interesting and satisfying, but also hard work 
and, at times, disappointing. In sum, ambivalence is an inherent part 
of our existence, and most of us experience it frequently; sometimes 
mildly and briefly, sometimes intensely and for a prolonged period 
of time.

What does it mean to be ambivalent? How does ambivalence 
work? What are the causes and consequences of ambivalence for our 
thoughts, feelings and behaviors? Does it feel bad to be ambivalent? 
How do our minds and bodies respond when we experience 
ambivalence? These are the questions that I aim to answer in this 
dissertation. In three empirical chapters I examine the consequences 
of ambivalence on mental processing (Chapter 2), on feelings 
(Chapter 3), and on body movements (Chapter 4). The dissertation 
starts, however, with a brief overview of previous findings regarding 
ambivalence that are relevant to the work presented in the empirical 
chapters. I will first describe and define ambivalence. Next, I 
will describe affective consequences of ambivalence; i.e., what 
ambivalence feels like. Then, I will briefly touch upon the physical 
aspects of ambivalence and finally, I will provide an overview of the 
empirical chapters included in this dissertation. 
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What we talk about when we talk about ambivalence 
The English word ambivalence originates from the German 

word “Ambivalenz”, which is based on Latin. The first part, ambi, 
means both. The second part comes from valentia, and means 
strength. It was coined in 1910, by the psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler as 
meaning simultaneous conflicting feelings. Bleuler used the term to 
refer to a symptom he observed in schizophrenic patients, namely 
that they experienced both positive and negative evaluations 
toward a wide range of stimuli. Thus, initially, “Ambivalenz” was a 
term mostly used to describe schizophrenic symptoms. The English 
word “ambivalence” was first described in English in 1924 and from 
1929 onwards the term took on a broader meaning, and was used in 
a more general sense (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d). 

Research on attitudes and attitudinal ambivalence resulted 
in several definitions of ambivalence. Meehl (1964; in Emmons, 
1996) refers to ambivalence as “the existence of simultaneous or 
rapidly interchangeable positive and negative feelings toward the 
same object or activity, with the added proviso that both positive 
and negative feelings tend to be strong”. Conceptually similar - 
apart from the proviso - is the definition put forward by Gardner 
(1987, p. 241): “a psychological state in which a person hold mixed 
feelings (positive and negative) toward some psychological object”. 
Eagly and Chaiken (1993, p.123) put more emphasis on the cognitive 
inconsistency in ambivalence and defined it as “the extent of beliefs’ 
evaluative dissimilarity (or inconsistency)”. This inconsistency is also 
part of Breckler’s (1994) definition; he refers to “a conflict aroused by 
competing evaluative predispositions”. Wegner, Downing, Krosnick, 
and Petty (1995, p. 460) define ambivalence as “the extent to which 
one’s reactions to an attitude object are evaluatively mixed in that 
both positive (favorable) and negative (unfavorable) elements 
are included”. Thompson et al. (1995, p. 367) refer to ambivalence 
as being an inclination to “give it [an attitude object] equivalently 
strong positive or negative evaluations”. Finally, some researchers 
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have also defined ambivalence in terms of an approach avoidance 
conflict as “wanting and at the same time not wanting the same goal 
object”, (Emmons, 1996, p. 326). 

Although this list of definitions is by no means complete, it 
is easy to distill two basic elements from the above definitions that 
are central to the psychological construct of ambivalence. First, both 
positive and negative evaluations need to be present. Second, these 
evaluations need to occur (more or less) at the same time. In line with 
this in this dissertation ambivalence is defined as simultaneously 
holding negative and positive evaluations about an object or behavior 
(cf. Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995). 

Inherently tied to the simultaneous occurrence of positive 
and negative evaluations, is the idea of competition between these 
evaluations. Imagine you have to decide whether you think a certain 
topic, for instance organ donation, is positive or negative. When 
you are ambivalent about this topic, you will hold both positive 
and negative thoughts and/or feelings about organ donation. In 
order to come to an overall evaluation, these conflicting evaluations 
associated with organ donation can be seen as “in competition” 
with each other until you come to a final judgment. Paul Auster 
(2003, p. 4), elegantly captured this idea when he wrote about the 
competition between conflicting thoughts: “To think one thought 
meant thinking the opposite thought, and no sooner did that second 
thought destroy the first thought than a third thought rose up to 
destroy the second”.

Indeed, the idea of competition between evaluations is a 
central assumption in the conceptualization of ambivalence (Bargh, 
Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992; Emmons, 1996; van Harreveld, 
van der Pligt, de Vries, Wenneker, & Verhue, 2004; Wegner et al., 
1995). Nevertheless, no direct evidence for this assumption exists. 
Indirect evidence, however, comes from research on attitude 
activation. This research has consistently found that people 
take more time to respond to ambivalent attitude objects than to 
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univalent attitude objects (Bargh et al., 1992; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, 
Powell, & Kardes, 1986; van Harreveld et al., 2004). When people 
have to indicate, for instance, whether they think abortion is positive 
or negative, they tend to take longer than when they have to indicate 
whether they think holiday is positive or negative. Researchers have 
interpreted this difference in response latencies between ambivalent 
vs. univalent attitude objects as being due to competition between 
opposing evaluations (Bargh et al., 1992; see van Harreveld et al., 
2004, for a similar argument). Unfortunately, response times do not 
provide much insight into what is happening during this time. In 
other words, while the process of resolving conflict could indeed be 
the cause of the longer response times for ambivalent judgments, 
there could be other causes as well, such as lack of interest, 
apprehension of indifference, or procrastination. Thus, even though 
the idea of competition between evaluations seems inherent to the 
understanding ambivalence as a concept, there is no direct evidence. 

What ambivalence is not 
Now that we have established what we talk about when we talk 

about ambivalence, it is important to be clear about what ambivalence 
is not. There are two concepts that are frequently confused with 
ambivalence, namely neutrality (or, indifference) and ambiguity. 
Theoretically, neutrality and ambivalence are easily distinguished. A 
neutral attitude objects lacks directional evaluations. In other words, 
it is an attitude object about which someone is neither positive nor 
negative (Bass & Rosen, 1967). Most people, for instance, do not care 
much for clothes hangers (at least, I don’t). They do not have strong 
positive evaluations about cloth hangers, nor do they have strong 
negative evaluations about them. 

Ambivalence, on the other hand, is made up of strong 
evaluations in both directions and involves having both positive 
and negative evaluations at the same time (Breckler, 1994; de Liver, 
van der Pligt, & Wigboldus, 2007; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Kaplan, 
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1972; Meehl, 1964 in Emmons, 1996; Thompson et al., 1995; Wegner 
et al., 1995). For instance, some people are highly ambivalent about 
high-heeled shoes. On the one hand, there may be strong positive 
evaluations (so pretty!); on the other hand, there are strong negative 
evaluations (so uncomfortable!). 

The source of confusion of ambivalence with neutrality is due 
to the psychometric properties of attitude measures. Traditionally, 
attitude measures relied on bipolar scales to assess the intensity 
of a particular attitude. Imagine, for instance, a scale ranging from 
negative to positive. An attitude object that is evaluated as neither 
very positive nor very negative (the clothes hanger) will be rated 
around midpoint of the scale, indicating neutrality. Similarly, and 
confusingly, an attitude object that evokes both strong positive and 
strong negative evaluations (the high-heeled shoes) will also be 
rated around midpoint of the scale. Consequently, both neutral and 
ambivalent attitude objects receive similar ratings on this scale. To 
solve this psychometric problem, various researchers have proposed 
measures of ambivalence with the aim to be able to distinguish it 
from neutrality (Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995). One way 
to do that is to use separate measures of the positive and negative 
components of an attitude, as we shall see later.

Another concept that is often confused with ambivalence is 
ambiguity. Ambiguity can be described as a state in which the attitude 
object cannot be adequately structured or categorized because of a 
lack of available cues (Budner, 1962). Furthermore, in an ambiguous 
state, people are aware that information is missing (Gihardato, 
Maccheroni, & Marinacci, 2004). In decision-making, for instance, 
ambiguity is used to denominate a class of risky decisions for which 
the odds of an uncertain event are not precisely known (Kah & Darin, 
1988). Another more vivid example may be the following: imagine 
going on a blind date. When you meet your date, he says: “You are 
certainly not what I expected”. As you probably realize when reading 
this, the sentence itself does not hold enough information to its 
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meaning. It may refer to positive surprise, but also to disappointment. 
Consequently, you will need to find more information. Non-verbal 
cues, for instance, may help to make sense of what your date meant 
to say. As such, the statement “You are certainly not what I expected” 
is ambiguous (cf. Constans, Penn, Ihen, & Hope, 1999).

Ambivalence, however, is often far from ambiguous. 
Ambivalence is generally not caused by lack of information. Instead, 
there is strong positive and strong negative information present, but 
this information is in conflict (Breckler, 1994; de Liver, van der Pligt, 
& Wigboldus, 2007; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Kaplan, 1972; Meehl, 
1964 in Emmons, 1996; Thompson et al., 1995; Wegner et al., 1995). 
Returning to the high-heeled shoes example: It is clear that they are 
very pretty and at the same time highly uncomfortable.

What we are ambivalent about 
Apart from the important matter of high-heeled shoes, what 

are the typical things people are ambivalent about? As we have already 
seen, the array of attitude objects that people can be ambivalent about 
is virtually endless. Potentially, each attitude object about which we 
have both strong positive as well as strong negative evaluations can 
be considered ambivalent. As such, ambivalence is highly personal 
and subjective. Nevertheless, there are some attitude objects that 
tend to evoke some degree of ambivalence in most of us. 

Typical topics that elicit ambivalence can be found in health 
related behaviors where short-term consequences are often at 
odds with long-term consequences. Examples are drinking alcohol 
(Conner & Sparks, 2002; Sparks, Conner, James, Shepherd, & Povey, 
2001), unhealthy diets (Armitage & Arden, 2007), and eating meat 
(Povey, Wellens, & Conner, 2001). Drinking alcohol, for instance, 
may have gratifying short-term consequences such as relaxation 
and disinhibition, but negative consequences the next day, such 
as throwing-up the next morning, or even permanent damage 
to cognitive functioning and general health. Other examples of 
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ambivalent topics are related to societal issues. Common topics in 
ambivalence research are for instance: the death penalty, abortion, 
euthanasia, labor laws, and organ donation (e.g. Schneider et al., 
2013; Schneider, van Harreveld, Rotteveel & van der Pligt, 2013, van 
Harreveld, de Liver, & van der Pligt, 2009; van Harreveld, Rutjens 
et al., 2009; van Harreveld, Rutjens, Schneider, Nohlen, & Keskinis, 
2013).

Measuring ambivalence
Above, we listed some general topics that people tend to be 

ambivalent about. But how do we know that these topics really evoke 
ambivalence? In order to find out whether particular attitude objects 
are ambivalent for people, ambivalence is classically measured in two 
ways. As described above, the first way is to ask people about their 
positive and negative evaluations separately, and compute the degree 
to which these evaluations are in conflict. Another (perhaps easier) 
way is to just ask people if they are ambivalent about the attitude 
object. The first way constitutes a measure of objective ambivalence, 
or the degree to which a person has positive and negative evaluations 
(Kaplan, 1972, Thompson et al., 1995). This measure is particularly 
effective in distinguishing ambivalence from neutrality as the latter 
concept should lead to low ratings of both evaluative components. 
The second way constitutes a measure of subjective ambivalence, or 
the degree to which people are aware of their ambivalence, and think 
that they are experiencing ambivalence (Priester & Petty, 1996).

To measure objective ambivalence, people are asked to answer 
two separate questions. First, they are asked how positive they are 
about the attitude object, while ignoring their negative evaluation 
about this attitude object. Second, they are asked how negative they 
are about the attitude object while ignoring their positive evaluation 
about this attitude object. Then, both ratings are subjected to the 
following formula in order to come to an integrated measure of 
ambivalence: ((P + N) / 2) - | P – N |, where P is the positive evaluation 
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and N is the negative evaluation. The first part of the formula takes 
the strength of the evaluations into account. The higher the positive 
and negative rating, the higher the average will be. The second part 
of the formula calculates the absolute difference between the two 
ratings and thus reflects the similarity of both ratings.

As such, the outcome number of the formula constitutes the 
degree to which the evaluations are in both directions and their 
relative strength. Because the scores on this measure are a not only a 
factor of similarity of evaluations but also of strength, this measure 
allows us to distinguish ambivalence from neutrality (which consists 
of similar, but weak evaluations) and reflects objective ambivalence 
(Kaplan, 1972, Thompson et al. 1995).

To measure subjective ambivalence, people are simply asked 
to which degree they experience ambivalence when thinking about a 
specific issue, person or situation. Here, people are asked to rate the 
degree to which they think their evaluations pertaining to a single 
attitude object are in conflict with each other. In general, these types 
of measures ask people whether they are conflicted, indecisive, and 
experience mixed feelings (Priester & Petty, 1996). Usually, scores on 
each of these questions are averaged to come to an overall measure 
of subjective ambivalence. It is important to note that awareness 
is essential to this measure. This awareness of one’s ambivalence 
also plays an important in relation to negative feelings related to 
ambivalence, as we will see later.

When ambivalence feels bad
Ambivalence is associated with opposing, and thus 

incongruent or inconsistent evaluations. Because people generally 
prefer consistency (Heider, 1946), ambivalence has been assumed to 
be aversive. Indeed, Hass, Katz, Rizzo, Bailey, and Moore (1992) found 
that ambivalence was related to negative mood. Complementing this 
work, other research revealed that ambivalence causes discomfort 
that is accompanied by specific emotional responses like feeling 
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fearful, anxious, tense and angry (Nordgren, van Harreveld, & van 
der Pligt, 2006). 

Interestingly, sometimes ambivalence does not give rise to 
discomfort. Some studies did not find a negative affective response. 
People who experienced more ambivalence toward members of 
another group, for instance, showed lower levels of negative arousal 
than those who experienced less ambivalence, suggesting a negative 
relationship between ambivalence and negative feelings (Maio, 
Greenland, Bernard, & Esses, 2001). As such, it seems that discomfort 
and negative affect is not always a consequence of ambivalence, and 
might be a function of context. 

One of these specific circumstances making ambivalence 
unpleasant, is having to make a choice. Ambivalence is likely to be 
particularly negative when you have to come to a clear, favorable or 
unfavorable evaluation. In other words, when you have to make a 
choice. When we can remain “on the fence” however, ambivalence is 
no source of discomfort. However when ambivalent attitude holders 
have to make a discrete choice, they are likely to experience more 
negative feelings and more anxiety, regret, and fear. Speculating on 
the origins of this effect, Van Harreveld, van der Pligt, et al. (2009) 
suggested that for ambivalence to become uncomfortable, it is 
necessary that people are “aware of their conflicting cognitions” (p. 
48) and forcing people to make a choice may induce this awareness.

This idea of awareness of one’s ambivalence to as a 
prerequisite of negative feelings has been put forward by Newby-
Clark, McGregor, and Zanna (2002), who suggested that ambivalence 
is likely to be particularly uncomfortable when both evaluations 
are simultaneously accessible. Accessibility refers to the ease with 
which certain thoughts come to mind. These authors reasoned that 
ambivalent attitude holders experience more discomfort, when their 
conflicting thoughts are more accessible. In one of their studies they 
asked people to repeatedly think about both the positive as well as 
the negative aspects of an ambivalent attitude object, in order to 
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increase accessibility of these evaluations. Indeed, this procedure 
caused people to report higher levels of subjective ambivalence, 
indicating that they were more aware of their ambivalence. Negative 
feelings, unfortunately, were not assessed (Newby-Clark et al., 2002).

The idea that ambivalence will be most aversive when people 
are aware of their ambivalence also finds indirect support in classic 
cognitive dissonance research, which asserts that, “[participants] 
experienced more negative affect when their inconsistent cognitions 
were made salient” (Zanna, Lepper, & Abelson, 1973). It thus seems, 
that awareness of the conflict between evaluations may be an 
important pre-requisite for the experience of negative feelings as a 
result of ambivalence, although there is no direct empirical evidence 
to support this notion.

When ambivalence gets physical
We have already seen that when people experience 

ambivalence, or conflicting evaluations, their body responds. When 
people who are ambivalent have to make a choice, their physical 
arousal increases (van Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009). Apart from 
arousal, however, there are many other ways in which our evaluations 
manifest themselves in our body. An impressive number of studies 
focused on the physical consequences of all types of evaluations. 
Positive and negative evaluations, for instance, can be measured 
in facial muscles (e.g. Cacioppo, Petty, Losch, & Sook Kim, 1986). 
Liking is reflected in an open and relaxed posture (Mehrabian, 1986) 
and depression is shown in a slumped posture (Walbott, 1998), to 
mention a few research findings. 

Interestingly, no research so far investigated the body 
movements associated with conflicting evaluations, such as in 
ambivalence. As such, research on physical responses to ambivalence 
that go beyond arousal, are virtually non-existent. Language, 
however, suggests ambivalence may indeed manifest itself in body 
movement. People can be “torn” or “wavering” between two sides 
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of an issue. This is similar to “dancing between two opinions” and 
“straddling the issue”. Even more telling is the way in which people 
express different points of view regarding a difficult topic by saying 
“on the one hand… but on the other hand” while gesturing with 
their hands alternatively (Calbris, 2004). Of course, the opposite is 
also true. When people are certain and non-ambivalent they “take a 
stand”. It may well be that these verbal expressions of ambivalence 
in fact reflect the physical experience of ambivalence (cf. Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1999).

Thus, even though research has explored the conceptual and 
affective aspects of ambivalence, there are still some important open 
issues. First, even though cognitive competition is assumed to play 
an important role in the processes that take place when people are 
ambivalent (Bargh et al., 1992; van Harreveld et al., 2004), there is 
no direct empirical evidence to support it. Second, research into 
the contextual determinants of negative feelings as a function of 
ambivalence is relatively limited (van Harreveld et al., 2009; van 
Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009). Third, there is virtually no empirical 
research addressing the behavioral or physical component of 
ambivalence. In other words, the process through which ambivalence 
exerts its effects is in many ways still a black box and the current 
research aims to shed more light on these issues.

Overview of the present dissertation
This dissertation is built around three empirical chapters. Each 
chapter focuses on a different aspect of ambivalence. However, all 
chapters provide insight into basic aspects of ambivalence. Chapter 
2 aims to provide insight into what ambivalence actually is. As briefly 
touched upon in the introduction; two aspects are of particular 
importance in definitions of ambivalence. First, the presence of 
both negative and positive evaluations about the attitude object. 
Second, these evaluations need to be activated at the same time. 
This simultaneous activation results in competition between these 
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conflicting evaluations (Bargh et al., 1992; van Harreveld et al., 
2004). So far, however, these assumptions have been based solely on 
response time measures and have not been tested directly.

Typically, a response time measure consists of the time 
people take from the initial presentation of the attitude object to 
the response they give (either by pushing a button or clicking with 
the mouse). As such, they provide limited insight in the mental 
processing that accompanies the actual response. In Chapter 2 we 
aim to resolve this issue. To gain more insight in to what happens 
between the moment an attitude object is presented and the overall 
evaluative response is given, we used an online measure of mental 
processing. 

Because mental processing can be revealed in simple motor 
responses (Cisek & Kalaska, 2010), we asked people to indicate 
whether they were positive or negative about an ambivalent attitude 
object using a mouse and we tracked the trajectories of their 
movements with this mouse when they were doing so. Subsequently 
we used this information to calculate the degree to which there 
was competition between their affective evaluations. Because 
ambivalence is accompanied by the simultaneous activation of 
strong positive and negative evaluations (de Liver et al., 2006), we 
expect more competition when dealing with ambivalent attitudes. 

This idea of cognitive competition underlines the fact that 
ambivalence reflects one or more evaluative inconsistencies. As 
such, it is plausible to assume (and many researchers have) that it 
causes some degree of discomfort. As argued, we do not continuously 
feel bad about our own ambivalence . In Chapter 3 we explore a 
possible factor that may explain when people feel negative about 
their ambivalence. We suggest that conflict awareness plays a pivotal 
role in the experience of negative feelings as a result of ambivalence. 
Existing research has focused on choice as an important situational 
factor. Subsequently, researchers have suggested that the underlying 
factor may be the degree to which people are aware of their 
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ambivalence (van Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009; van Harreveld, 
van der Pligt et al., 2009). This awareness however, is not restricted 
to situations of choice and can also have other causes. In Chapter 
3 we aim to directly test the role of awareness in the experience of 
ambivalence related negative feelings. 

After assessing these affective consequences of ambivalence, 
in Chapter 4 we turn to the physical consequences. More specifically, 
this chapter focuses on how the body responds to the experience of 
ambivalence. In Chapter 2 we focused on changes in arm movements 
during the evaluation of an ambivalent topic. This in itself already 
shows that ambivalence and body movement are intimately linked. 
In Chapter 4 we take this one step further and explore spontaneous 
whole body movements in response to ambivalence. 

The idea that our evaluations are expressed through our 
body goes back to Darwin. He proposed that attitudes are basically 
expressed in motor behaviors (1872). A multitude of work has 
explored this premise, and fruitfully so. We know that different 
evaluations can give rise to different body postures and movements. 
But if it is true that attitudes are expressed in motor behaviors, 
this should also be true for ambivalent attitudes. Chapter 2 already 
suggests that small changes in arm movement accompany mental 
processing of ambivalent stimuli. Moreover, language seems to 
suggest that ambivalence is a physical affair: we often talk about 
ambivalence in terms of our body. Chapter 4 deals with the question 
whether ambivalence can give rise to spontaneous whole body 
movement. To be more specific, in this chapter we examine whether 
ambivalence causes specific body movements and whether engaging 
in that specific body movement can also enhance experiences of 
ambivalence. 

Together, the three empirical chapters in this dissertation 
explore basic questions about ambivalence using different 
manipulations and dependent measures. Each chapter is based 
on an individual research paper. As such, the chapters can be read 
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independently, although there may be some overlap in content. The 
final chapter integrates the findings from chapter 2, 3, and 4 and 
provides directions for future research. 

Before closing, I would like to propose that there is no “I” in 
science. Of course, this is wrong, but in a literal sense only. Science 
is an inherent collaborative enterprise. As such, the empirical 
work presented in the empirical chapters reflects collaborations. 
Therefore, I use “we” to refer to the authors of these chapters. Finally, 
data from the experiments in this dissertation are available upon 
request.


